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Research consultations are meetings between a patron and a librarian during which the 
librarian attempts to assist the patron with their information or research need. Many 
academic libraries have implemented research consultation services as part of the suite of 
reference services that their libraries offer. Outside of the reference interview model 
created for the traditional reference desk setting, no model has been put forth to provide 
guidance to librarians attempting to learn how to perform a research consultation, which 
can differ significantly from traditional reference desk interactions because of their 
intensive and personal nature. The ultimate goal of this study is to investigate how the 
librarians who provide research consultations learned their craft both in terms of their 
ability to conduct the more technical aspects of a research consultation and their ability to 
manage the affective elements of the research consultation.  
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Introduction  
Research consultations are meetings between a patron and a librarian during 
which the librarian attempts to assist the patron with their information or research need 
(Cardwell,  Furlong, & O'Keeffe, 2001; Yi, 2003; Gale & Evans, 2007; Jastram & 
Zawistoski, 2008; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; Villelle, 2014; Saunders,Rozaklis, & Abels, 
2015). Most prominent in academic library settings (Saunders,Rozaklis, & Abels, 2015), 
research consultation provide patrons with point of need service, giving them access to a 
librarian who has expertise in research and often subject specific knowledge (Yi, 2003; 
Magi & Mardeusz, 2013). Born out of the tiered service model (Hahn & Kibbee, 2011, p. 
329-30), research consultations are commonly seen as a way of “filling the gap” between 
reference desk help, which tends to discourage in-depth interactions (Villelle, 2014), and 
library instruction, which because of time constants, prevents personalized individualized 
attention (Yi, 2003; Vilelle, 2014).  
Many academic libraries public and private, small and large, liberal arts and research 
universities as well as others in between have implemented research consultation services 
as part of the suite of reference services that their libraries offer (Jastram & Zawistoski, 
2008). Many studies have been published to gage the effectiveness of research 
consultations both from the perspective of the student and student academic outcomes 
(Donegan,  Domas, & Deosdade, 1989; Reinsfelder, 2012; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; 
Watts & Mahfood, 2015). Others have looked at how research consultations
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complement traditional references services and information literacy instruction because 
they provide unique opportunities for one-on-one instruction of information literacy 
concepts and research skills (Yi 2003, Gale & Evans, 2007; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; 
Vilelle, 2014). 
It is important to note that the majority of the studies on research consultations 
acknowledge the affective aspect of consultations, especially as a benefit to the student 
and as a means to build relationships between students and librarians (Attebury,Sprague, 
& Young, 2009; Handler, Lackey, & Vaughan, 2009; Brinkman & Hartsell-Gundy, 2012; 
Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; Vilelle, 2014 ). However, this affective element, which could 
be a result of the one-on-one nature of the consultation, has not been examined in great 
detail or in terms of the emotional labor required to perform them by the librarian.  
Outside of the reference interview model created for the traditional reference desk 
setting, no model has been put forth to provide guidance to librarians attempting to learn 
how to perform a research consultation, which can differ significantly from traditional 
reference desk interactions because of their intensive and personal nature (Brinkman & 
Hartsell-Gundy, 2012; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; Vilelle, 2014).  
 The ultimate goal of this study is to investigate how the librarians who provide 
research consultations learned their craft both in terms of their ability to conduct the more 
technical aspects of a research consultation and their ability to manage the affective 
elements of the research consultation.  
Focusing on the librarian's point of view, this study will be accomplished by 
conducting semi-structured interviews with academic librarians at three separate 
institutions. Because of their ability to provide rich data on librarians’ perceptions of how 
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they learned to perform research consultations, semi-structured interviews were chosen 
instead of surveys or other methods, which might have reached a larger population. 
  This research is highly exploratory, but by identifying how librarians learn to 
manage both the technical and affective aspects of research consultations, it can serve as 
a foundation for the possibility of the creation of a new model or altering the more 
traditional model of research interaction between a patron and a librarian in order to 
better prepare early career librarians.
 
 
 
.  
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Literature Review 
Exactly what a research consultation is, how it fits into other reference services, 
and what to call research consultants have not always been clear and often depends 
heavily on the context in which a research consultation service exists.  Often part of a 
suite of reference services (Magi & Mardeusz, 2013), research consultations are meetings 
between a patron and a librarian during which the librarian attempts to assist the patron 
with their information or research need (Cardwell,  Furlong, & O'Keeffe, 2001; Yi, 2003; 
Gale & Evans, 2007; Jastram & Zawistoski, 2008; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; Villelle, 
2014; Saunders,Rozaklis, & Abels, 2015).  
History  
 
Research consultations are often linked to an earlier service called term-paper 
clinics, attempts to provide more personalized and focused help to students (Bergen & 
MacAdam, 1985; Wilson, L., & Wright, J. C. (1989; Auster, Devakos, & Meikle, 1994; 
Gale & Evans, 2007).  The idea of the term-paper clinic differs from the current research 
consultation in several key ways. As Gale and Evans (2007) point out, the term paper 
clinics of the 1980’s and 90s focused on “source-driven service rather than instruction 
service” and over time the service has shifted towards helping students with a specific 
assignment need but also providing one-on-one instruction to improve their general 
information literacy skills (Yi, 2003; Gale & Evans, 2007).
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Branding research consultation services has been a persistent difficulty shown by 
the wide variety of names attached to them in literature (Avery, Hahn, & Zilic 2008). 
Research consultation services have been called personal research clinics, individual 
research consultation services, librarian office hours, information consulting, 
individualized instruction (Cardwell,  Furlong, & O'Keeffe, 2001; Frank, Raschke, 
Wood, & Yang, J.2001;Yi, 2003; Gale & Evans, 2007; Handler,  Lackey, & Vaughan, 
2009). Naming for this service continues to vary widely as librarians look for effective 
ways in which to market this service (Cardwell,  Furlong, & O'Keeffe, 2001; Avery, 
Hahn, & Zilic 2008).  
Reference Service Models 
 
The traditional reference service model revolved around a reference area, a central 
point within a library where both reference books and librarians were located (Hahn, & 
Kibbee, 2011). Because of changes to the information infrastructure, namely the internet 
and other technological advances, the reference area as a particular physical space has 
become less necessary  (Hahn, & Kibbee, 2011), especially as libraries report declining 
reference numbers (Saunders, Rozaklis,  Abels, 2015). Because the traditional reference 
desk model requires “reference librarians [to] wait to be asked a question” which “often 
result in professionals spending valuable time either not answering questions or fielding 
directional and technical questions that do not require their expertise” [sic] (Saunders, 
Rozaklis,  Abels, 2015), libraries have developed a number of alternative service models 
to address this issue.  
The tiered service model attempts to make better use of librarians’ time and 
expertise by having one service point for simple information question that could be 
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answered by paraprofessional staff and another reference desk for complex research 
questions (Massey-Burzio,1992; Hahn, & Kibbee, 2011), however, because of staffing 
issues and the fact that is often hard to parse out which questions are simple and which 
complex, having two service desks might prove problematic (Hahn & Kibbee, 2011). 
This has led to eliminating the reference desk altogether and moving to a research 
consultation model (Sonntag, & Palsson, 2007; Arndt, 2010; Hahn & Kibbee  2011).  A 
research consultation is initiated mainly through having on-call hours or appointments. 
The two are sometimes used in tandem (Arndt, 2010). To handle “spontaneous questions” 
(Arndt, 2010), a reference librarian is “on call” for research consultations, which means 
that while they are not on the desk at their library's service point, they are available if a 
patron has a question that is more complex and can be called upon to assist the patron 
(Arndt, 2010; Hahn & Kibbee, 2011; Saunders, Rozaklis, & Abels, 2015).  
 More prominent in the recent literature than the on-call research consultant is the 
research consultation appointment that allow patrons to sign up for a one-on-one meeting 
with a librarian at a particular time (Cardwell,  Furlong, & O'Keeffe,2001; Yi,  2003; 
Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; Saunders, Rozaklis, & Abels, 2015; Savage 2015). This 
research consultation requires advanced booking (Hess, 2014), but the librarian has time 
to prepare for the research consultation (Mitchell, Comer, Starkey, & Francis, 2011; 
Saunders, Rozaklis, & Abels, 2015; Savage 2015).  
Differentiating Research Consultations  
 
Regardless of how they are made, research consultations are distinct from 
reference desk interactions in several ways. First, they do not occur at a public service 
desk but in a secondary location away from the desk often in the privacy of a librarian's 
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office or in collaborative area of the library (Massey-Burzio, 1992; Jastram & Zawistoski, 
2008).  The private nature of research consultation has an added benefit of building trust 
and “protect[ing] patrons from the feeling that their ignorance is on public display” 
(Jastram & Zawistoski, 2008, p. 17).   
Second, the research consultation is purposive. This difference between a research 
consultation and answering a research/reference question at the service point centers 
around the amount of time given to the student during the actual research consultant and 
in pre-preparation by the librarian (Yi, 2003; Mitchell, Comer, Starkey, & Francis, 2011; 
Villelle, 2014; Saunders, Rozaklis, & Abels, 2015; Savage 2015). Because the reference 
librarian has time to prepare for a research consultation, the librarian has “time to find the 
best sources [...] and to confer with [...] other [librarians] with a particular subject 
expertise” (Gale & Evans, 2007, 90).  Because research consultations allow the librarian 
to be “devoted to that student without interruptions—no phone calls, no line of patrons, 
no printers needing paper” (Cardwell,  Furlong, & O'Keeffe, 2001), the patron receives 
the librarians full attention. Research consultations remove time pressure from both the 
librarian who may need more time in order to further address the patron’s needs and the 
patron who may struggle to identify or articulate their true information need (Jastram & 
Zawistoski, 2008).  Herman (1994) points out that the research consultation model 
“favors those things that promote in-depth service—giving each patron's needs sufficient 
time and attention—over quickness of service and sheer availability” (p. 20).  
Because of the time and depth involved in each research consultations, it is 
important to note, as Savage (2015) points out, that research consultations are currently 
“folded in the RUSA, ARL, and NCES definitions of reference transactions” (Savege, 
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2015, p. 580-1). This means that an hour long research consultation counts the same as a 
ten minute reference interaction. Because research consultations are often multi- pronged, 
addressing not only discrete research questions but also teaching research skills and 
information literacy practices, this method of classification seems troublesome. While 
this topic is outside the scope of this research study, Savage (2015)’s discussion of the 
value of research consultations shows a lack of consensus on how the value of research 
consultations and that the professional conversation around research consultations 
continues to evolve.  
The time commitment required for consultations is continually mentioned as a 
possible drawback of providing research consultations (Kohl, 1984; Debreczeny, 1985; 
Donegan,  Domas & Deosdade, 1989). While the fear that research consultations are not 
a scalable service due to the amount of time they take up echoes throughout the 
professional literature (Cardwell, Furlong, & O'Keeffe, 2001; Gale & Evans, 2007; Watts 
& Mahfood, 2015), Reiter and Huffman (2016) have developed a model for research 
consultations for high enrollment classes that can be scaled down or up as needed. This 
model relies heavily on working with instructors to stagger research project due dates, 
adding extract staff hours as a research project deadline approaches, and representing 
librarians as research consultants, i.e. experts available to help students with research 
(Reiter & Huffman; 2016). 
The next major difference between research consultations and reference desk 
interactions is the emphases in research consultations on teaching patrons information 
literacy and research skills (Herman, 1994; Yi, 2003; Gale & Evans, 2007; Cassell, 2013;  
Harmeyer, 2014; Vilelle, 2014). Information literacy and research instruction by 
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librarians has become a staple of the services offered by academic librarians (Hinchliffe, 
2011; Cox & Corrall, 2013). Librarians and their role in user education has grown in 
importance, especially as the Association of College and Research Libraries has recently 
adopted the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education, which offers 
guidance on core concepts of information literacy, and more emphasis continues to be 
placed by academic libraries on the importance of students acquiring information literacy 
skills to insure their success not only in their academic research endeavors but also 
postsecondary education activities (Hinchliffe, 2011). 
While the trend of classroom instruction by librarians has often been seen as 
divergence from reference services (Hinchliffe, 2011), looking for opportunities at the 
reference desk to teach patrons the skills and knowledge to answer their own future 
questions has been described as a vital part of reference service (Elmborg, 2002). 
Because research consultations have grown out of traditional reference services where the 
“teachable moment” was to be seized serendipitously (Elmborg, 2002; Hinchliffe, 2011), 
it is only natural that one-on-one instruction be an aspect of research consultations.  
One-on-one instruction allows the librarian to model how they go through the 
research process and explain why and how they make choices about what resources to 
select, where and what to search, what keywords to use, and what to look for in a 
resource (Magi & Mardeusz, 2013). While librarians working on the reference desk are 
often instructed to be on the lookout for teachable moments (Hinchliffe, 2011), librarians 
performing research consultations can design their consultations to purposefully set up 
explicit learning moments to be given to the student (Yi, 2003). Vilelle (2014) proposed 
that research consultations fill the gap between library instruction, which does not allow 
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for personalized attention for each student, and traditional reference services, which do 
not encourage prolonged interactions. The personalized instruction allows students to 
receive the help tailored to their skill level and learning style as well as their topic and 
subject area (Yi, 2003; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013).  
Value of Consultations to Students 
 
Born out of the shift to alternative reference service models, research 
consultations depend on patrons to recognize their need and initiate contact by making an 
appointment or taking advantage of the reference librarian on call  (Yi, 2003; Gale & 
Evans 2007). It is therefore important to understand the value that patrons see in research 
consultations. Magi and Mardeusz (2013) investigated what students view as “valuable 
about face-to-face interactions with librarians” during research consultations and found 
that students appreciated being able to communicate directly with the librarian in-person 
as it was faster and it allowed them to watch what the librarian did to solve their question 
so that they could apply the same strategy later.  Students also appreciated being able to 
work collaboratively with someone “who has expertise and experience” not only with 
research and the subject but also being able understand and breakdown their assignment 
(Magi & Mardeusz, 2013,p. 612). Additionally, students “clearly appreciated being 
reassured and inspired, “which the Magi and Mardeusz (2013) label affective benefits (p. 
613). 
Watts and Mahfood (2015) assessed the use of research consultations for graduate 
students and found that after a one-on-one research consultation with a librarian, students 
felt like they had “become more efficient in their ability to locate and evaluate 
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professional literature as to its applicability to their research topic” and that they felt more 
confident in general (p. 82).   
 Looking beyond why patron feel research consultations are valuable, 
Reinsfelder (2012) conducted a study using citation analysis to measure the impact of 
research consultations and found that students who meet with librarians one-on-one after 
writing a draft of their paper ended up using “sources of higher quality” in their final 
paper, especially in relation to authority of the source and the currency of the source (p. 
271).  In light of these findings, it is probable that research consultations do directly 
impact student work, but the question remains what is it that librarians do in these one-
on-one sessions that leads to this improvement and how do they do it? 
Prevalence of Research Consultations 
 
While gaging the commonality of a practice is always difficult, research 
consultations and their place in the academic libraries suite of reference services shows 
up repeatedly in library literature from the early days of term paper clinics to recent 
descriptions of research consulting services (Bergen & MacAdam, 1985; Debreczeny, 
1985; Auster,  Devakos & Meikle, 1994; Cardwell, Furlong & O'Keeffe, 2001; Frank, 
Raschke, Wood & Yang, 2001; Donham & Green, 2004; Lee, 2004; Gale & Evans, 2007; 
Jastram & Zawistoski, 2008; Handler,  Lackey & Vaughan, 2009; Faix, Magi & 
Mardeusz, 2013; MacDonald & Taxakis, 2014; Fournier & Sikora, 2015). Cardwell, 
Furlong and O’Keeffe (2001) reported “half of the librarians in attendance at an ALA 
program offered some form of consultation option for students” (p.107). Magi and 
Mardeusz (2013) report 164 consultations for the semester of their study Spring 2011.  
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Reference Librarian as Information Consultant  
 
 Seeing reference librarians as information consultants, especially in light of the 
rise of research consultation services, may be another way of thinking about how a 
librarian learns to serve a patron during a research consultations  (Murphy, 2011). In her 
comparison of successful competency of information consultants and reference librarians, 
Sarah Murphy (2011) finds that both professions perform similar actions during a 
consultation including listening to their clients/patrons, helping clients/patrons articulate 
their information needs, assisting client/patrons in their search and discover of 
information (p. 3-15). Because of theses similarities, Murphy (2011) suggests that 
librarians “approach reference work from the perspective of a consultant” (p. 14). This 
way of reframing reference services could point to new ways of training librarians that 
focus on the interpersonal interactions between librarian and patron.  
By positioning librarians as information consultants, Frank, Raschke, Wood, and 
Yang  (2001) argue for librarians being partners in scholars’ research as the act of 
“consulting is about partnership” (p. 92). This idea of consults, harkening back to “the 
definition of taking counsel together” (p. 92), directly connects to research consultations.  
In a research consultation, the librarian’s relationship with the patron must move beyond 
that of assistant and take on the role of partner in order to “facilitate [...] the integration of 
libraries into critically important teaching, learning, and research processes”(p. 90).  As 
Murphy (2011) and Frank, Rachel, Wood, and Yan (2001) argue for more developed 
partnerships between reference librarians and those they serve, the research consultation 
offers a tool by which to build these partnerships.  
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Counselor Librarianship  
 
The idea of counselor librarianship, which combines the roles of “general 
education, library instruction, reference services, and student counseling” comes from the 
work of one librarian, David K. Maxfield, who published on this topic in 1954 (LaBaugh, 
2008, p.38). While the idea of counselor librarianship never caught on or became 
widespread, LaBaugh (2008) offers parallels between counseling, specifically solution-
focused therapy, and reference services that can transform traditional reference service 
models.  
LaBaugh (2008) argues that reference services should be more than just a 
consumer model but rather  “therapeutic relationship between librarian and client” that 
“redefines the ways librarians] help in human, rather than a technical way” and lays out 
four ways in which librarians can use the elements form solution-focused therapy to 
provide better reference services (p. 43). First, LaBaugh (2008) points out that patrons are 
often capable of a variety of very complex tasks and that if they are struggling with a 
basic library task, “the problem is not with their cognitive ability, but more likely with 
[the library’s ...] arrangement” (p. 43). Acknowledging that patrons are competent human 
beings with many talents and skills, librarians often “ just need to assure them that they 
can” use the library. This support of user’s capabilities shows that the help the librarian 
provides by answering either a simple or complex question often goes beyond the actual 
answer itself but includes this “assurance” (LaBaugh, 2008, p. 43). 
Next, LaBaugh (2008) compares the idea that “therapists must accept their 
clients’ presentation of their problems” to librarians hearing the problem of a patron at 
the desk and being able to “acknowledge and address [the patron’s] concern and establish 
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enough trust to provide instruction on how to solve their problem” in this instance and in 
the future (p.  44). The act of just articulating a question to a librarian can be very 
difficult. The process by which an information seeker formalizes their information needs 
has been part of the Information and Library science conversation for many years 
(Taylor, 1968), however; as LaBaugh (2008) states “other professions, including 
counseling, face the same issue” (p. 44). This idea of accepting the problem presented by 
the patron but continuing to ask questions and build a dialogue of trust differs slightly 
from the traditional view of the reference interview, which can feel like an integration 
(LaBaugh, 2008).  
Finally, LaBaugh (2008) emphasizes that relationships between librarians and 
patrons as “critical to success” as it influences the future interaction between the patrons 
and the library as well as how the librarian interacts with future students ( p. 44). 
Examining the connections between solution-focused therapy and reference services 
shows how the reference interaction between a librarian and a student contains a complex 
emotional landscape that directly impacts the outcomes of the reference interaction. 
Because of the relationship between traditional reference desk interactions and research 
consultations, it would be interesting to see how counseling relates to research 
consultations as the two interactions seem to have many things in common. In the future, 
researchers may wish to examine how librarians handle the affective aspects of research 
consultations in relation to how counselors do the same.  
Model of the Reference Interview  
 
The process by which librarians conduct research consultations has largely been 
described as directly related to the reference interview, which was developed for an 
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interaction at the reference desk (Hahn & Kibbee, 2011, p. 329-30). The assumption that 
a research consultation is the same as a traditional reference desk research question 
interaction fails to take into consideration that research consultations are different 
because of their physical location, appointment setup style, extended time frame, explicit 
one-on-one teaching opportunities and their the deeply affective aspects (Yi, 2003; 
Brinkman & Hartsell-Gundy, 2012; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; Vilelle, 2014).  
The reference interview model is closely related to the Reference and User 
Services Association (RUSA)’s “Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference 
and Information Service Providers” which lists a five step process for information 
interactions: approachability, Interest, Listing, Searching, and Follow-up (RUSA RSS 
Executive Committee, 2008). In Kern and Woodard’s (2011) description of the reference 
interview, they emphasizes the “dialogue” between the patron and the librarian and detail 
a process of question negotiation by which the librarian attempts to learn what the patron 
truly needs and provide a quality service experience while connecting the patron with the 
information that they require (p. 61-74). 
While the model of the reference interview does suggest many helpful tactics for 
moving through a reference interaction, it is built for walk up interaction at a reference 
desk not an appointment-based interaction in an office. Because consultations last longer 
than a typical desk interaction, this model also does not provide any clarification about 
how to best manage time usage and repeat interactions.  
 While it directs librarians to be approachable in their behaviors and to show 
interest in the patron and their inquiry (Kern & Woodard, 2011), this reference interview 
model does not directly address how emotions affect patron and librarian behavior or 
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gives the librarian help with managing these affective aspects. As LaBaugh (2008) notes, 
the reference interview tactics to help the librarian understand the patron’s information 
need, like closed and open questioning, can transform the interaction into an 
“interrogation, not a dialogue” if the librarian “ignores [...the patron’s] “felt need” 
completely and manipulates the transition to […the librarian’s] own prescriptive 
solution” (p. 47). Indeed, some see this integration aspect of the reference interview as 
strength; “Reference librarians and information specialists have developed, both 
consciously and unconsciously, rather sophisticated methods of interrogating users” 
(Taylor, 1968, p. 252). The idea that affective aspects of reference interactions not being 
well accounted for in the reference interview model supports my questioning of it as a 
model for research consultations which have an even higher level of affective 
involvement. Additionally, the assumption that the reference interview model covers the 
process by which a librarian should use to conduct a research consultation also 
completely ignores one-on-one instruction and the role that librarians have in teaching 
information literacy.  
Emotional Aspects of Research Consultations  
 
The role of emotions and how they change and influence the research process has 
been document by Kuhlthau (2004) whose Information search process model 
“incorporates three realms: the affective (feelings), the cognitive (thoughts), and the 
physical (actions) common to each stage” (p. 44). The idea that “feelings interplay with 
thoughts and actions, engaging the whole person in a complete experience of learning” 
has been discussed in relation to providing services and system for people seeking 
information (Kuhlthau, 2004, p. 19), but effect of the role of the librarian as a human 
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intermediary during a research consultation on the emotions of information seekers as 
well as information seekers effect on the librarian's emotions has not been studied in 
great detail.  
In their study of why students value research consultations, Magi and Mardeusz 
(2013) asked students to think of a word or phrase to describe how they were feeling 
about their research project before the research consultation and then again after the 
research consultation. The pre-consultation words that students used to describe their 
feelings tend to be negative, including “overwhelmed”, “anxious,” “nervous,” “worried,” 
etc… while the post consummation feeling word tended to be positive like “relieved,” 
“confident,” “prepared” (Magi & Mardeusz, 2013, p. 613). While these results do seem to 
point to research consultations having a positive emotional impact, more research needs 
to be done in order to confirm that research consultations have a positive impact on how 
students feel about their research projects. Additionally, it is unclear what about the 
research consultations helped ameliorates student feelings: was it the technical research 
help they received or the interaction with the librarian who is an empathetic listener and 
partner in learning or both (Magi & Mardeusz, 2013, p. 611). Regardless of what aspect 
of the research consultation provides affective benefits to students, Magi and Mardeusz 
(2013)’s findings clearly show that the affective benefits to research consultations are one 
of the reasons students choose face to face interaction with a librarian over other types of 
research help. 
Additionally, Watts and Mahfood (2015) found in their collaboration with a faculty 
member to provide research consultations to graduate students that “students reported 
feeling more confident about their ability to locate and evaluate professional literature” 
 19 
and that the “relationship built with the librarian [...] opened them up to the larger context 
of all the library resources and services, thereby increasing the likelihood that such 
resources and services would be utilized in the future (p. 82). The findings of Watts and 
Mahfood (2015) and Magi and Mardeusz (2013) show that student feelings are affected 
by research consultations, but neither addresses emotional aspects of a research 
consultation from the librarian’s point of view affect student feelings. 
Emotional Labor and Librarianship  
 
The concept of emotional labor refers to “the awareness of the emotional 
expressions required of a job, and the strategies used to express those emotions” and has 
been studied in service-focused occupations like librarianship  (Matteson and Miller, 
20012, p. 176). The idea that “library work is full of emotion” has been a growing theme 
in recent research on academic librarianship particular reference deskwork but also the 
instructional services being provided by academic librarians (Julien & Genuis, 2009; 
Shuler & Morgan, 2013). Indeed, in Reference and Information Services : An 
Introduction (4th ed.), a sidebar is included describing the job stress involved in reference 
work and giving advice to managers about how to prevent staff burn out due to emotional 
labor. 
 In their study, Emotional Labor in the Academic Library: When Being Friendly 
Feels Like Work, Shuler and Morgan (2013) examine the emotional labor of academic 
librarians and different ways librarians cope with emotional labor on the job. One of the 
examples of emotional labor included a librarian working with a “student who 
continually took cell phone calls during the interaction, interrupt[ing] the reference 
consultation” (Shuler & Morgan, 2013, p. 123). This behavior and how the librarian 
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handles this behavior directly influences the success of the research consultation, yet as 
Shuler and Morgan (2013) point out, “librarians are expected to perform emotional labor 
[that] they are neither formally trained to do [...] nor materially valued for their skills in 
this area” (p. 130). By investigating how librarians deal with the affective aspects of the 
research consultation, my study hopes to provide insight into the skills and emotional 
labor being performed by librarians during research consultations.  
Library Education and Training 
 
Examining several major reference textbooks used in librarian education reveals a 
lack of special attention to research consultations as a reference service (Bopp & Smith, 
eds., 2011; Cassell & Hiremath, 2013). Often, if research consultations are mentioned at 
all, they are folded under traditional reference desk interactions (Bopp & Smith, eds., 
2011; Cassell & Hiremath, 2013). This assumption in library education resources that 
research consultations are just like traditional reference desk interactions is particularly 
strange because may of these same resources spend a significant amount of time 
discussing how the reference interview functions in different formats like chat, email, or 
over the phone (Bopp & Smith, eds., 2011; Cassell & Hiremath, 2013).  
The reference interview model offers some useful tactics that can be transferred to 
the research consultations, but the ways in which librarians-in-training learn the reference 
interview seems to be a mix of best practices and on service learning experiences (Coonin 
& Levine, 2013; Roy, 2009; Saunders, 2016).  As Saunders (2016) notes despite the fact 
that the reference interview is covered in the reference textbook, information on how to 
teach librarians-in-training to conduct a traditional reference interview, much less a 
research consultation, are not plentiful, and in her research, Saunders (2016) attempts to 
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show that practice -based assignments provide students with a “more realistic 
experiences” in order to provide “more effective and realistic approach[es] to  teaching 
the reference interview” (p. 390).  
Wayne Bivens-Tatum (2011), a librarian at Princeton University and an adjunct 
instructor at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, has publicly stated that there is 
a dearth of resources to support librarians-in-training learn about how to conduct research 
consultations and called for the development of an “appropriate model for a research 
consultation” (n.p).  Devin Savage (2015) has echoed Bivens-Tatum (2011)’s call for 
more attention to be paid to research consultations as their own format of reference 
service requiring skills that mix the traditional reference interview with one-on-one 
instruction techniques (p.578).  
Ander and Strittmatter (2008) have called for new models for training librarians 
for reference services because “librarians are grappling with how to provide effective 
services not only at the reference desk, but also away from it” and suggest training in 
reference service become less linear and more interactive consisting of multiple prongs 
like autonomous continued training via online formats, peer coaching, and a focus on 
flexibility and proactivity as key disposition for librarians  (p. 148). More attention to 
how librarians actually learn to perform reference interviews and research consultants 
could provide valuable insight into the ways these skills are addressed in library 
education and on the job training.
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Methods 
For the purposes of this project, research consultations are considered 
fundamentally different than traditional reference desk research questions because of 
differences between research consultations and the traditional desk interaction. This 
research is driven by the following research question: How do librarians performing 
research consultations learn their craft both in terms of addressing the patrons’ research 
and emotional needs.  As most reference training of librarians revolves around the 
reference interview model designed for the traditional reference interactions at a desk 
(Saunders, 2016), this study hoped to uncover if differences exist in how librarians 
approach research consultations and if librarians have developed their own modes, 
methods or models for conducting research consultations as they learn to perform 
consultations. In order to discover if there are patterns in the ways librarians learn to 
conduct research consultations, this exploratory study consisted of semi-structured 
interviews, which are guided by a selection of predetermined questions, but whose order 
can be changed along with additions and omissions of questions as seems appropriate to 
the researcher in the moment (Wildemuth, 2009, p. 233).
Sampling  
  
 The first step in this study’s methods was to identify a selection of academic 
librarians who perform research consultations as part of their regular job duties. The 
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researcher made the choice to interview librarians about how they learned to perform 
research consultations in order to gather data rich in detail as this is an intensive study, 
“looking for participants who will be most likely to provide rich cultural data on the 
phenomena” (Wildemuth, 2009, 129). Because research consultations are widely 
performed by different academic libraries across institutions and in the interest of the 
time allowed (Jastram & Zawistoski, 2008), it was neither feasible nor productive to 
interview all the librarians who perform research consultations.  
Additionally, as the goal of this research study is to discover if there are any 
similarities in the ways in which librarians conducting research consultations learn to 
perform both the technical aspects (the research or subject questions or needs of the 
patron) and affective aspects (the patron’s emotions and their own), an intensive study 
would reveal if there is a pattern in the methods librarians use to learn to perform 
consultations. By examining a limited number of cases via a purposive sample of nine 
librarians who are illustrative of the phenomena of research consultations (Wildemuth, 
2009, p. 130), this study’s design focused on gathering data that explores the phenomena 
of how librarians learn to research consultations. 
To this end, an illustrative, purposive sample of nine librarians who work across 
many disciplines to provide research consultations at three different institutions has been 
selected. Each of these librarians performs research consultations as a regular part of their 
jobs. The populations they serve are diverse from undergraduates, graduates, faculty, or 
university staff and administrators and the subject specialties range across the disciplines. 
Participants were not be limited by the amount of experience they have performing 
research consultations in order to gather a range of librarian experiences.  
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Participants were recruited via snowball sampling because even though many 
public services librarians perform research consultations, this service rarely makes up the 
majority of their position making it difficult to know if a public services librarian 
performs research consultations from their title. As Wildemuth (2009) states, snowball 
sampling is used when eligible members of the sample will be particularly difficult to 
identify” (p. 121). The researcher reached out to several librarians whom the researcher 
knows perform research consultations as part of their duties as a librarian to ask if they 
would like to participate in this study and asked that librarian to invite colleagues they 
know who would be willing to consent to be interviewed about their practice of research 
consultations. Individuals, who contacted the researcher indicating that they are willing to 
be interviewed, were also included in this study.  
Interviews  
 
Individual face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted with each of 
the participants. These interviews were designed to collect data on the practice of 
research consultations and the ways in which the librarians learned to perform research 
consultations. Each participant was assigned a letter designation in an effort to protect 
his, her, or their confidentiality.   
The interview questions were developed in order to uncover the technical aspects 
of the research consultations such as how much preparation does the librarian do and 
what resources and research skills they present to the student. In addition, the question 
sought to investigate if the library performing research consultants considered the 
emotional state of the patron and if so how they manage that aspect of the research 
consultation. The interview guide included questions intended to establish a rapport with 
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the participants and get them to talk about research consultations in general; these 
questions mostly consist of questions about their career related to their performance of 
research consultations and the logistics of how they perform research consultations. The 
interview guide then focuses on the essential questions that address how the librarians 
learn to perform research consultations as well as probing questions that ask for specific 
examples or elaboration on the original question. For example, “What happens during a 
research consultation?” were followed by  “Describe your most recent consultation?” so 
that the participant has something specific to focus on when they offer their description.  
Interviews were conducted following the general interview process consisting of 
an introduction, warm up, main interview, winding down, and closing section 
(Wildemuth, 2009, p. 236). The introduction addressed the purpose of the study, assure 
the participant that their participation is completely voluntary, request their permission to 
record the interview, and answer any questions they might have. The warm up served to 
establish rapport and find out general information about their consultation process. The 
main body of interview consisted of the essential questions designed to directly address 
the main research question of this study. During the wind down section, the participant 
was allowed to add any additional information. The closing of the interview marked the 
end of the interview (Wildemuth, 2009, p. 236). Each interview lasted about a forty-five 
minutes to an hour and was conducted in the participant's office or a neutral meeting 
place. Interview data was gathered from recordings of the interviews, made only with the 
approval of the interview subject, and jottings taken by the research during the interview. 
The jottings and recordings were later used to write an elaborative description of the 
interview, which will serve as the main data source of this research study.  
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Coding  
 
This interview data was then analyzed in a thematic way. The elaborative 
description was read and open coding was done and memos that elaborate on the initial 
coding were created. Then all examples of a theme were gathered or labeled with that 
code. After this initial coding, all the data, codes, and memos were read again, and codes 
were reevaluated and collapsed or integrated and examples were moved and more 
examples were brought together under codes. Codes were then refined and memos 
rewritten if and as themes and patterns emerged. Analytical points were then drawn from 
the codes using examples as evidence and then elaborated on via analytical commentary 
in a way that considers meanings and important findings in the data. 
Ethical Considerations  
 
All participation in this research study was voluntary. Even though this study 
involves no sensitive subject, vulnerable populations, or special risks, all participants had 
the option to maintain their anonymity. Participants were informed that their participation 
was completely voluntary at the opening of the interview. Participant consent to the 
interview and to the audio recording of the interview was given in writing at the 
beginning of each interview. The recordings of the interviews were kept secure until the 
analysis had been completed and then destroyed.
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Interview Analysis  
During the coding of the nine interviews several themes emerged. Ways of 
learning describes the different processes and methods surrounding how librarians 
believe they learned and are still learning to perform research consultations in terms of 
having the research skills and knowledge in order to address the patron’s question. Tears 
and Fears revolves around the affective elements of research consultations which some of 
the participants in this study clearly experience during their practice of research 
consultations while other participants only rarely encounter this.  The Landscape of the 
Research Consultation refers to aspects of the mechanics of the research consultation that 
arose when participants were asked what a research consultation looks like step by step, 
and these aspects provide insight into the skills and competencies being practiced by the 
participants. Revisiting Definitions acknowledges how problematic even the definition of 
what a research consultation is and explores the similarities and variations between the 
participants’ ways of defining the research consultation. Each of these core themes covers 
a variety of topics orbiting the subject of research consultations, but ultimately explores 
what librarians do during research consultations and how they learn these practices. 
Ways of Learning 
 
The central question of this research study is “How do librarians performing 
research consultations learn their craft both in terms of addressing the patrons’ research 
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and emotional needs?”, and during the interviews, participants discussed several ways 
through which they had or are still learning to perform research consultations. 
Participant's feelings about how their library education prepared or did not prepare them 
varied.  Only one participant, participant A, described having “really good preparation 
from reference in library school” and that her “confidence in searching [and research] 
came from library education.” Four of the participants articulated that they learned how 
to do research consultations “totally on the job” by conducting research consultations as 
part of their week work in their professional librarian context. Participant D stated that 
“the term [research consultations] was never mentioned, the idea was never mentioned” 
and that her “reference classes focused on sources not people or [the] questions” that they 
might ask.  This statement parallels Gale and Evans (2007) finding that early term-paper 
clinics were more sources focused than contemporary research consultations.  Participant 
F stated that she had “no memory” of learning about research consultations in library 
school and had “figured it out on the job.” The other four participants gave answers 
somewhere between learning only through practice and learning during their library 
education. Two participants credit working at a library reference desk either as an intern 
or during graduate school.  Several mentioned having apprenticeship relationships with 
other librarians. Several of these participants also mentioned that they “fe[lt] like [they] 
talked about this [research consultations] in reference class” but could not remember 
exactly. Participant E and G credited their classroom instruction practices as being 
influential on their practice of research consultations because it helped them understand 
how people learn. These three rough groups show a great deal of variability in terms of 
how the participants think they learned to conduct research consultations. 
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The apprenticeship relationships and the idea that librarians informally discuss 
their research consultation and ask each other how for advice shows that librarians 
consider their practice of research consultations a growing and dynamic learning process 
that continues to evolve as they grow as librarians.  Participant E explained that they used 
Google docs in order to keep track of the sources they wanted to share with the patron 
during the research consultation and to follow up with that patron post consultation and 
that she had gotten this idea from a fellow librarian. Participant 3 explained that they had 
“worked with some amazing librarians” who would “not rip you to shreds” when you did 
not understand something but “teach you” how to be a librarian). Even those librarians, 
both D and F, who talked about learning totally on the job mentioned sometimes 
discussing their research consultations with colleagues and how that practices of 
professional exchange helped them get better at performing research consulting. Because 
many of the participants reported learning about research consultations totally on the job 
or only having a theoretical knowledge of them from their reference courses during their 
library education, developing systems of apprenticeship and informal communities of 
practice to allow new librarians to discuss their practice with more experience librarians 
would be a way to support continuing learning for librarians performing research 
consultations.  
Tears and Fears 
 
The affective dimension of research consultations found in the professional 
literature was confirmed by several of the participants in this study but not all 
(Attebury,Sprague, & Young, 2009; Handler, Lackey, & Vaughan, 2009; Brinkman & 
Hartsell-Gundy, 2012; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013; Vilelle, 2014). When asked about 
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whether or not everyday emotions affected the consultation space, several librarians told 
stories about students who either were extremely overwhelmed by the scope of their 
assignment, about students who confronted with for personal and professional stress had 
cried or been overwhelmed with their emotions, about students who wanted to share their 
feelings and personal stories with the librarian.   
Participant E explained that when a student is stressed or frustrated with their 
assignment she would “try and be reassuring” and “pepper the conversation with 
assurance throughout” “focus[ing] in on what people are doing well and give a lot of 
praise.” Also, if there is a specific thing that is triggering the emotion like if the student 
“had never written a 10 page paper before” then participant E makes sure to work with 
student so they understand the organization of a long paper and “help[s] them plan out 
the paper”. Participant H, who said that she had a patron cry, described “trying to calm 
them [the patron] down” and “depending on the student and what they’ve expressed” to 
“try and talk to them about what’s going on” so that they know “that they are not alone” 
and to generally “help them feel more confident” about the academic task they are trying 
to accomplish.  Participant E described starting each research consultation with a 
“general check in” to “see how people are” and that this helps her/him/them get a sense 
of the patron’s general outlook on their project and how they feel overall about their 
workload. Each of these tactics shows these participants' awareness of their ability to 
address the affective aspect of research consultations.  
Assignment negotiation or the process of helping the student understand the 
assignment they are working on, discussed above, was mentioned during seven of the 
interviews as a way that the librarian might help the student, especially if they were 
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familiar with the assignment or the professor. This finding directly relates to Magi and 
Mardeusz (2013) finding that students value librarians who help them “understand their 
assignment or task” during research consultations (p. 610). Assignment negotiation can 
be tricky for a librarian because as participant D said she “walk[s] this fine line of 
empathizing with the student about the assignment but not criticizing the assignment or 
the instructor.” Four participants in this study reported encouraging the student to ask 
their instructor questions in order to “double check and clarify”, and that often students 
were hesitant to ask their instructor. These participants provided encouragement and the 
assurance that asking questions about the assignment was something that everyone did at 
sometime or another. Assignment negotiation and support was a particular aspect of 
research consultation that often coincided with affective elements of the research 
consultation.  
When asked how participants learned to help with emotional problems or provide 
emotional support, very few of the participants interviewed had a concrete answer. 
Participant F pointed to former career that involved establishing rapport with people 
quickly, but the rest of the participants, who did note the affective element as a part of 
their practice of research consultations, struggled to articulate how, why, or even if they 
were able to help patrons experience emotional overload.  Participant H said, “sometimes 
people get upset and you just have to be a sounding board and listen” saying “I’m just a 
nice person and people respond to that.” It is important to note that not all of the 
participants in this study could easily identify a time when a student’s emotional self 
became part of the research consultation space.  Participant I, when asked about student 
emotions, told a story about a student who shared personal information that made the 
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participant feel awkward” and “didn’t know how to help in that situation except to help” 
the person “with the research.” For those participants who claimed that the student’s 
emotions rarely became part of the consultation space, their strategy in the few occasions 
in their memory when the student did have emotions was to focus on the student’s goal 
and try and assist with that goal. While how emotions enter into the research consultation 
space and the librarian's role in providing emotional support remain unclear, this study 
does show that librarians in the field often do end up being a person with whom students 
share their feelings. 
 
Landscape of a Research Consultation 
 
 During the course of each interview, participants were asked to describe what 
happens during a research consultation by walking through it step by step.  While the 
participants of this study provided subject support across the disciplines and often were 
the liaison or subject librarian for several different subjects which they might have 
various levels of mastery in as well as provided consultations to non-textual information 
like data or visual information that require data wrangling skills and tools or design skills 
and tools, each described very similar question negotiation that obviously builds on the 
reference interview. Every single participant described asking or asking again, if they had 
already been in touch through email, the patron what they were working on or why they 
had requested the consultation. Participant G put it, “I really try to get them to explain 
what they are doing” by “kind of doing the reference interview”, in order to find out 
“What are [they] trying to do? Why are [they]trying to do it? Where are [they] in the 
process? Is this an assignment or a personal project? How much time and effort do [they] 
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want to put into this? What skill level are [they] at?” While some of these questions are 
explicitly asked, the answers to others are found through more subtle dialogue. All of 
these questioning and dialogue tactics at the opening of the research consolation match 
up with the reference interview. Indeed, from finding out what work the patron has 
already done to clarifying what types of information the patron needs, the reference 
interview model seems to be a vital aspect of the research consultation.  
However, as part of the opening to the meeting, the patron who booked them for 
research consultations include other kinds of dialogue not directly related to the patron’s 
information need. For example, participant F described using “more informal banter” in 
order to “get a sense of who they are and what they need” to “feel out how 
communication goes” with this person because “you talk to every person different way” 
and that it was really important to start out by knowing how to best communicate with the 
person you are working with. Participant G described introducing themselves and asking 
the student questions about themselves. Yet a different participant describing what she 
called “a check-in” in which you ask people how they are and what is going on for them. 
During the check-in patrons “sometimes tell you about their weekend and sometimes they 
tell you about how stressed out they are.” Each of these examples shows an 
acknowledgement that the research consultation interaction is more personal than a desk 
interaction. 
Turning toward content knowledge, which for many liaison or subject librarians is 
an important aspect of their practice of research consultation, the process of knowledge 
acquisition in their subject areas came up over and over during this study's interviews. 
Participant C confessed that librarianship is “a very humbling professional” because often 
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patrons “assume you know [about their very specific topic] and if it is your subject area, 
you’ll get a really nasty look” if you do not know. These expectations of subject 
knowledge are doubly challenging because often “you are the subject librarian for three 
or four subjects and there is no way you are going to know all the things about those 
subjects.”  When asked if they feel that they have gotten better at research consultations 
and why, participants would say yes because they had learned more about their subject 
areas and had practice answering questions about the similar questions on similar topics 
and that all of this practice and experience built up their knowledge base. In addition to 
content or subject knowledge, participant G mentioned that “the trends [in librarianship] 
is towards increased specialization and more digital skills” and librarians are helping 
people in consultations with “things like digital curation, mapping, and 
entrepreneurship.” These new digital services consultations show the evolution of 
librarian expertise. Examining the statements of the participants about their content or 
subject knowledge, it is clear that they see that knowledge as a value to the patron and 
that for some participants that knowledge was their core value to the patron, while for 
others the focus was more on teaching research skills and knowledge practices.  
Revisiting Definitions   
 
While a significant portion of this study’s literature review was devoted to 
defining and explaining exactly what the nature of a research consultation is, one of the 
interview questions asked participants to define in their own words a research 
consultation. This question was designed as way of establishing how the participant 
conceptualize a research consultation and help them begins thinking about the skills and 
knowledge practices necessary to conduct a research consultation.  These definitions 
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largely circle around the same thematic elements: in-person, more in-depth question, and 
takes a longer period of time. Participant B stated that research consultation “address 
their [a patron’s] specific research needs for a project or assignment that they are working 
on” and that “they [research consultations] are different from the desk because a 
consultation is a more dedicated meeting set up ahead of time” in order to “focus on an 
in-depth help or research problem.” Participant C emphasized that “during the actual 
meeting, it is an interactive process of asking how is this and how about this” and getting 
constant feedback from the patron. Participant F shared that research consultations “tend 
to be more detailed conversations” than the reference desk because “when people come 
to the reference desk they just need one article” but with a research constitution, a patron 
wants “to know how to find all the things [resources] they will need for their 
paper.”  Participant F also shared that “the cool thing about research consultations is that 
people are more likely to ask questions” because in a more private space” they are 
“willing to admit [...] not knowing.” The idea that a research consultation “goes beyond 
what you would see at the reference desk” directly relates to the idea that research 
consultations are purposive which was discussed earlier in the literature review of this 
study.  
Interestingly, even participants who articulated striking differences between 
traditional reference desk interactions and research consultations still at times conflated 
them, saying “in some senses they are quite similar.” This conflation shows the strong tie 
between how librarians conceptualize research consultations as an extension of reference 
desk. Participant I, who was a newer librarian, boldly stated that questions at the desk, 
which was a combined reference and circulation desk, were “mostly circulation 
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questions” and that “research questions did not come to the desk” very much. This study 
shows that the connections between the reference desk services and research 
consultations cannot and should not be denied as many of the skills used during one are 
used during the other. However, it is also important to acknowledge the differences, 
research consultations focus on more in-depth questions requiring at times specialized 
knowledge and skills.  
While the in-person element was mentioned by all of the participants, three of the 
participants mentioned counting email or phone interactions as research consultations if 
the question “starts out as a reference questions and then balloons.” While this finding 
was not totally unexpected, the idea that the role of “relationship exchange” and the depth 
of the question no matter what the medium in-person, email, or phone defined a 
consultation stretches the boundaries of what has typically been described as a research 
consultation.
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Discussion and Recommendations  
 While this study’s sample provided rich array of details desired of an intensive 
study, compromises were made for reasons of feasibility. The sample for this study was 
extremely small due to various constraints including time and access to participants as 
well as concerns for both participant and patron privacy.  Additionally, asking librarians 
to talk about how they conduct research consultations and then asking how they learned 
to do the things they describe doing presents the very real problem of memory. For some 
of the participants, remembering what they learned in library school was simply not 
possible. While not remembering learning something seems a good indication of its lack 
of impact, not remembering does not mean that the instruction received during library 
school had no impact.  
This study’s findings open a range of possibilities for further study. Opportunities 
for Conversation suggest ideas for how to best prepare librarians to perform research 
consultations. The Value of Care recommends reconsidering that the core value of 
research consultations might lie in their ability to build connections and give students 
emotional support while also asking what kind of skills librarians need to provide this 
support. The Challenges to Learning section discusses the very real difficulties around 
research consultation competence.
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Opportunities for Conversation 
 
Moving beyond library school experience with research consultations, this study 
probed into other possibilities for learning about or how to conduct research 
consultations.  When directly asked about professional development opportunities, no 
librarian knew about or as seen a professional development opportunities around the 
practice of research consultations except for 
recent articles and conference presentations on consultation assessment and general best 
practices. Participant G noted that research consultations are “not really talked about” and 
that she “feel[s] like it [research consulting] is something that every librarian does but 
that we do not really talk about.”  When asked why, the participant was thoughtful, then 
said that she “it goes back to the wrongful notion that if you know the content then you 
can help other people understand that content” and gave the example of library research 
instruction which was based for many years on the idea that “if you know how to do 
research then you must be able to teach other people how to do research which is often 
not the case.” 
Only one librarian mentioned a professional training that may have some bearing 
on research consultations and this training was not specifically designed for librarians or 
the research consultation interaction. This training was called “The Coach Approach” and 
focused on helping participants develop their ability to work with students in a one-on-
one coaching role, and the participant stated that she was able to adopt strategies and 
mindsets from this way of approaching student support to the research consultation area. 
Professional development opportunities that connect work being done by librarians and 
other fields like academic coaching might prove to be highly effective in moving the 
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conversation about research consultations from being an activity that “every librarian 
does” to a service that utilizes a variety of skills.  Further research that examines how and 
when skills and competencies necessary to perform research consultations are acquired 
will be essential to gain a better understanding of how best to support the continuing 
education of librarians throughout their careers.  
Only two of the librarians interviewed were actively engaged in training others to 
perform research consultations. Both trained graduate students to assist specific 
populations in their campus community who were new to scholarly research. While both 
of these librarians described the training they provide to graduate student assistants as a 
direct extension of the reference interview/reference desk training they give to their 
graduate assistant workers, only one of them acknowledged the need to establish a model 
to help graduate students, who are often librarians-in-training, engage in “the complex” 
task of conducting a research consultation. This model consists of several phases 
beginning with “practice empathy” then moving to “coming to a shared understanding,” 
then moves to “making progress” which transitions into “revisiting goals” for the session 
and “making a plan forward,” and ends with a “follow up.”  Participant G described this 
model as something she developed as a way of building on the reference interview 
concepts and used when training graduate student working in this area and as a way of 
describing what to do during their own practice of consultation. Participant G’s creation 
of such a model shows that there is a need for models or frameworks for the research 
consultations   beyond the standard reference interview. Additionally, it is exciting to 
note that this model begins with “practice empathy” which directly acknowledges the 
affective elements of research consultations. Further study should explore not only how 
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the reference interview does and does not aid a librarian conducting a research 
consultation but also examine the adaptive strategies of librarians who perform research 
consultations often.   
Value of Care  
 
Further research that examines the affective benefits of research consultations introduced 
by this study, Magi and Mardeusz (2013), and other researchers would allow for conversations 
about the value face-to-face one-on-one research consultations bring to academic library patrons 
to be more robust and possibly help librarians show how their work helps impact student success. 
Magi and Mardeusz’s (2013) question about why students both undergraduates and graduates 
continue to seek out in person research interaction and their findings that students “appreciate the 
richness of face-to-face communication and value the opportunity for dialogue, collaboration, and 
exchange of nonverbal information” point to the need to ask if the affective benefits work to 
create a culture of care in campus communities (p. 614). If this is so, do the affective benefits in 
and of them provide value beyond the explicit information exchange occurring during a research 
consolation? 
Additionally, why do some participants experience student emotion more than other 
participants when conducting research consultations? Is it just that they are “really nice people” 
or is there something deeper at work? All the participants interviewed seem deeply committed to 
helping others achieve their goals, yet some of the participants clearly assisted students navigate 
their emotions more than others. Further research into the variability of affective aspect of 
research consolations would provide a fuller picture of what research consolations provide 
patrons, and looking into how factors like discipline of study, gender, and strength of the 
relationship between the patron and the library interplay with the affective dimension of research 
consultations might also prove fruitful to exploring how this occurs.  
 41 
Challenges for Learning 
 
As discussed previously, some of the participants saw their practice of research 
consultations as being directly connected to their content or subject knowledge. Because 
subject areas for librarian can often be assigned ad hoc, participants described the 
importance of believing that “you are smart, you will learn, and you will get better” as 
they were just beginning their research consultations. As content or subject knowledge 
plays a role in the research consultation, providing training during library school to 
conduct research consultations may be difficult or impossible because students have yet 
to acquire a subject or content area. The idea that the content or subject knowledge 
beyond basic research skills and practices are an important element of the research 
consultation practice makes an argument for further professional development training in 
research consultations as a librarian’s career develops.  Investigating how subject 
knowledge or lack of subject knowledge affects the interpersonal reaction between 
librarians and the patrons they work with during research consultations would allow for a 
more nuanced discussion of what patrons value about research consultations.  
Because of the related skills used by the reference desk interactions between 
patrons and librarians and research consultation exchanges by the same actors, many of 
the participants of this study acknowledge their training and time on reference desk in 
academic libraries as preparation and unintentional training for their research consultation 
duties. However, due to ever changing reference models and declining reference desk 
usage (Saunders, Rozaklis,  Abels, 2015), the possibility exists that a new librarian could 
graduate with their Master’s in Library Science having never worked at a reference desk 
and obtain a position as a librarian at an institution that does not have a reference desk 
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but instead provides research consultations as the main reference service. How then does 
this librarian develop competency with the skills and knowledge practices necessary to 
perform research consultations? The historical connection between research consultations 
and reference desk services provides a path forward towards the creation of a new model 
for conducting research consultations. Expanding the reference interview technique and 
training to develop the skills to conduct both the intellectual and emotional labor of 
research consultations is key to the profession's continuing ability to provide valuable 
service to the academic community and beyond. It would be beneficial to focus on the 
differences between reference desk services and research consultations and asking how 
those differences require similar or different skills and knowledge practices. 
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Conclusions  
 The objective of this study was to ask how librarians learned to perform research 
consultations with regard to both the analytical and emotional support that librarians 
provide during research consultations. By conducting semi-structured interviews with a 
small sample of academic librarians, this study probes ways in which these librarians 
taught these abilities and finds a mixture of responses. While there are several ways the 
librarians’ interview acknowledge learning to perform consultations, active practice and 
discussion with other practitioners is a key part of a librarian’s ability to develop the 
skills and knowledge needed to conduct research consultations. While the subjects and 
tools presented in research consultations varies widely, the ways in which participants 
deployed the reference interview followed by their own adaptations and additions to the 
reference interview show that practitioners are creating and innovating models in order to 
structure the meeting and insure success. This also points to the need for researchers to 
look closer at the practices of librarians during research consultations in order to learn 
exactly what a librarian skilled in this area does and why.  As research consultants grow 
as a service that libraries provide, larger discussions of what is needed to insure that those 
working in the field have a common vocabulary and understanding of the practice. By 
revisiting our definitions, librarians and students of information science should take the 
time to investigate the emotional labor aspect of the research consultation, especially as it 
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pertains to the value of research concussions as a service.  Finally, this paper calls for 
more attention to be given to the practice of research consultations by librarians.
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide  
History/Background/Warm up 
 
 Do you perform research consultations?  
 How often do you perform research consultations? 
 How much of your job consists of performing research consultations? 
 When did you start performing research consultations? At what point in your 
career did you start? 
 How many years have you been performing research consultations as part of your 
job?  
 Where do you perform consultations? i.e. physical location 
 Who do you perform consultations with/for?  
 How do you know you have a consultation? 
 How should patrons book a consultation? What systems do you use?  
 
Experience with Consultations  
 How would you define a research consultation? 
 How much prep work do you do before a research consultation? How much time 
do you devote to this over a course of a week? 
o Do you ever email someone to ask clarifying questions? Is this an efficient 
way of gathering the clarifying information that you need? 
 What happens during a research consultation? Describe a recent consultation? 
What do you do? 
o How do you conduct a research consultation?  
o Is it different with a student versus other populations? How? 
o If the Reference interview comes up ask how is the research consultation 
different from the a reference interaction at the desk? 
 
Learning and Support  
 
 How prepared do you feel to meet the research consultations in your current 
position? 
 How did you learn to perform research consultations? 
o in the first job that you had in which you did research consultations, was 
their a training period or did you just immediately start performing them.   
o Observation/training/school  
o Did your library education prepare you to perform research consultations? 
o How did your library education prepare you to perform research 
consultations
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o Has they way you perform research consultants changed over time?  
o Professional development? 
 Have you ever been in a research consultation and notice or even been told by a 
patron who is in emotional distress? i.e. stressed/confused/worried/overwhelmed 
 How do you handle as student who is emotionally distressed? 
 What about a problem patron or rude behavior 
 
 How did you learn how to deal with someone in distress or someone being rude?  
 How do you know if a consultation has been successful?  
 How are research consultation counted for statistical purposes at your institution? 
 Have you ever trained someone (a fellow librarian, intern, student worker, 
graduate assistant, etc… to perform research consultations? 
o How did you train them to do this? 
o What did you have them do?  
o What did you do? 
o How did you check their progress? Was there a feedback system?  
Cool Down and Closing Questions 
 
 Do you market your consultation service?  
 Do you evaluate your consultations? How?  
 Do you feel your abilities to provide research consultations have improved? If so, 
can you identify some specific areas of improvement? 
 What advice would you give (or have you given) to newer librarians who are just 
starting to conduct research consultations? 
 Is there anything else you would like to tell me about conducting research 
consultations? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
